Tales 
Introduction
The title of this essay is best framed as a question-Can we do a social history of kathas (Hindavi: tales) as a genre in early modern North India? And why should we even try? As Samira Sheikh and I wrote in the Introduction to the volume After Timur Left on fifteenth-century North India, 'literary texts are often the only way we have to write social history, to write individuals and groups, their self-representation and worldview into the picture, which is otherwise a largely empty and dichotomous one of court and people, rulers and dynasties, Muslims and Hindus, men and of course, hardly any women at all. To study [literary] voices and texts, and to study them in relation to each other and within a wider comparative framework, means attempting to write a thicker and more comprehensive history than that usually available in textbooks.' 2 Within the premodern literary culture of north India, kathas are ubiquitous and come in all shapes and languages. Religious sobriquets like 1 Translations are mine unless stated otherwise. 2 F. Orsini and S. Sheikh, 'Introduction', After Timur Left: 3. of paper and calligraphy, whether they are illustrated or not-does tell us something. Moreover, although the script of a katha manuscript gives us a clue to patronage and transmission, it was no obstacle to the aural transmission and understanding. Most available katha manuscripts from Awadh, the focus of this essay, are incomplete or without a colophon, and turned up in manuscript searches in private homes rather than courtly collections. This suggests that they were popular but makes them difficult to trace. The material evidence throws up several puzzles and unanswered questions, as we shall see, but they are interesting ones that would not even arise if we considered kathas simply as texts, independent of their material form.
The emergence of a genre
Within the landscape of early vernacular kathas, mostly versions of episodes from the epics and Puranas, the Cāndāyan (1379) definitely stands out. Da'ud wrote it in Dalmau, a brick and mud fortress and military checkpost on the Ganges commanded by his patron Malik Mubarak at the time of Firuz Shah Tughluq, and while one manuscript depicts the author as a pious, bare-breasted shaykh sitting cross-legged before a ledger with his book, Simon Digby has argued that he was rather a soldier or garrison officer. 5 The location is important. Ramya Sreenivasan suggests that local chiefs who controlled strategically important towns like Dalmau (or Sarangpur, or Chanderi) would have aspired to be part of the north Indian political elite but lacked the resources to do so through lavish construction of temples, palaces, or fortresses. One thing they could do and did was to patronise poets and performers and to commission vernacular martial/courtly narratives. Indispensable for these chiefs was the ability to gather and control military manpower among local agriculturalists and pastoralists. 6 Unsurprisingly, then, it is local 'Rajas' and their agriculturalist/pastoralist soldiers (bīra) who are the protagonists of Cāndāyan. Lorik, the hero, is a brave warrior of undistinguished lineage with only 'fifty-two unnamed followers '. 7 Chanda, the heroine, is of higher status, and it is her father's city of Govar-as indeed Padmavati's father's Singhaldvip-that is described in lavish term as a splendid city with and abundance of groves, bazaars, and tanks.
At significant moments the rather fast narrative pace slows down and 'thickens', as Aditya Behl put it, as when the wandering musician's (bājir) describes Chanda's beauty to the neighbouring king Rupchand.
The stock item of the description of the heroine's beauty from the tip of her hair to her toes is turned into effective narrative as each stanza increases Rupchand's desire. 8 Rupchand swoons and is ready to give the musician all his wealth. He loses blood hearing of Chanda's red lips; when he hears of her lovely tongue he can only scream 'catch her, catch her', and upon hearing of her beautiful mole (tila) he burns to ashes (tila tila jarai bujhāi). 9 Persian authors remarked again and again upon this ability of Hindi verses describing the heroine's beauty to ignite desire and the imagination. 10 Apart from inaugurating the genre of Hindavi romances by adapting a local oral narrative to the stanzaic chaupai-doha format with Persian masnavi features (the prologue, the exaltation of the heroine),
Cāndāyan is remarkable for two other reasons. First, its popularity, 6 As Dirk Kolff has shown so well in Naukar, Rajput, Sepoy. 7 Sreenivasan, 'Warrior Tales': 264. '"Knowledge of 'Lorik dances' … is documented in Mithila c. 1325 in Jyotirisvar's Varṇaratnākara"; McGregor, 'The Progress of Hindi': 915n3, quoted ibid.: 243n2. 8 The description runs from stanza 58 to 85, and in the Cāndāyan manuscript in the John Rylands Library, the illustrator gives up after a few folios. 9 Da'ud, Cāndāyan: 72. 10 Behl, Love's Subtle Magic, Phukan, 'Through a Persian Prism.' which does not seem to have abated in the following centuries. 11 Second, it was the first vernacular tale to be copied in codex format in a form of Persian naskh and copiously illustrated. In fact the earliest manuscripts of the Cāndāyan are all illustrated and form a large enough corpus that can be divided into two distinct groups. No manuscript is complete or carries a colophon, but iconographic and codicological analysis has assigned the first group (mss in Berlin and LahoreChandigarh) to the Jaunpur-Bihar region and the second group to Central India -Malwa, Ahmadnagar or Khandesh. 12 Even if we frustratingly don't know who the patrons or copyists of these manuscripts were, the fact that Cāndāyan became a valued object-that it inaugurated a tradition of illustrated books in Hindavi and that it travelled so far without translation or local rewriting is deeply significant. There is one puzzle about Cāndāyan, though. If it was so popular for so long, why do the next, and truly dazzling, set of Sufi Awadhi ‚love tales‛ or romances (pemkathas) date from more than a century later? To answer this question we need to step back and look at the 11 As witnesses like Badauni report; see Behl, Love's Subtle Magic: 314. 12 Brac de la Perrière, L'Art du livre: 335 and Adamjee, 'Strategies': 172-3. 13 Both Adamjee and Brac de la Perrière note that other groups also commissioned illustrated manuscripts in north India in this period, notably the Jains (e.g. Jaunpur and Medinipura Kalpasūtras), not in the vernacular but in Prakrit.
wider picture: other non-Sufi kathas were in fact written, and survive, from the long fifteenth century, and most of them come from comparable milieus. 14 Meanwhile, for much of the fifteenth century Awadh was a battleground between the sultans of Delhi and Jaunpur.
In one of these raids 'Abdul Quddus Gangohi's complete Persian rendering of Cāndāyan was destroyed. 15 Scholars have tended to underline the continuities between Cāndāyan and the early-sixteenth century kathas of Qutban, Jayasi, and
Manjhan-but what happens when we pay attention to their discontinuities?
The early-16c moment Qutban's Mirigāvatī (1503), Jayasi's Padmāvat and his lesser known Kanhāvat (both 1540), and Manjhan's Madhumālatī (1545) form a coherent group of romances that, despite individual specificities, share a similar expansiveness, a similar plot and narrative arc with the princely hero's quest, obstacles and trials, and a similar set of main characters-the hero, his first wife, the heroine/second wife, a nurse/helper. They are all original stories that however draw extensively upon Indic motifs. With Cāndāyan they share the elaborate opening section with the praise of God, the Prophet and his four companions, the current ruler, and the Sufi master, but their narratives are more complex than Cāndāyan, they delight in intertextual references to an unprecedented degree, and they are punctuated with more symbolism and enigmatic references in the form of key terms, speeches, and dialogues. The socio-political configuration of characters and courtly scenes also slightly differs, as does the manuscript evidence. In 14 E.g. Vishnudas's versions of the Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyaṇa in Tomar Gwalior; Damo's Lakṣmansen-padmāvatī kathā (1459); Bhima Kavi's a gvai Kathā (1493) , which tells the story of a small chieftain and his beautiful mare-woman pursued by Krishna the 'great Sultan'; and Satyavatī kathā (1501), which follows the trials of a virtuous wife by the poet Isardas, who tells us he was born in Kashi and settled in Ghazipur; for the last two see Orsini, 'Texts and Tellings.' 15 Ruknuddin, pandits are struck dumb with amazement.
<
In his reign I composed this poem, when it was the year nine hundred and nine.
In the month of Muharram by the Hujri moon, the tale was finished and I read it out loud! I have used the meters gāthā, dohā, arill, and arajā, and the soraṭhā and caupā'ī to adorn my poem.
Many classical letters and words came into it, and I also chose all kinds of desī words.
It's beautiful to recite, listen with care! When you hear this, you will not like any other.
Two months and ten days it took me to put it together and to finish it.
Each word is a pearl I have strung. I speak with heart and mind. (Mirigāvatī, tr. Behl: 20, 21) As Behl points out, Qutban did not actually use all these metres, but his knowledge of them sets him up as a sophisticated and learned poet.
Whereas food was the centrepiece of celebrations in the Cāndāyan, Qutban includes an early complete ragamala as part of a courtly concert. 16 These romances share several elements with non-Sufi tales. 17 But they have also so much more: talking parrots, adventures with monsters, fairies, and almost fatal shipwrecks; philosophical musings, and the difficult path to reintegration, narrativised through a quarrel between the two wives. These early-sixteenth century texts also weave wider intertextual nets. As Aditya Behl has shown, the prince's ordeals in Qutban's Mirigāvatī are modelled on Attar's Persian Conference on Birds, while the episode of the cannibal in the cave blinded by the hero trying to escape echoes Sindbad's travels. 18 Qutban, Jayasi, and Manjhan display an intimate knowledge of epic-puranic stories and characters:
The prince set out, disguised as a yogi.
When the king [his father] heard, his breast was on fire.
Just as Daśaratha died, separated from his son, he also wished to leave his life that instant.
As Arjuna cried when Abhimanyu was killed, just so the king began to weep and wail. < 'As the blind parents of Śravana, agitated without him, died screaming, if I die without meeting him alive again, even in heavens will I regret it!' (Behl, The Magic Doe: 81) .
Their romances also mention each other as part of an ever-expanding repertoire of stories, as when Padmavati warns Ratansen in a letter about the perils of love:
16 For a historical discussion of this ragamala see Miner, 'Raga in the Early Sixteenth Century.' 17 E.g. the tension between chieftain and Sultan over one's woman, the motif of the seven-coloured mare, performance scenes at court, and the grand battles. 18 Rajkunwar went to Kanchanpur and became a yogi for Mirigavati's sake.
Manohar practiced yoga and renounced the world for Madhumalati's sake. Sarasura practised austerities for Premavati's sake, and Aniruddha waged war for Usha's sake.
What about the material evidence of manuscripts, script, format?
First, tangible evidence that these tales became part of a common repertoire, confirming the internal intertextual evidence, is they were often held together with non-Sufi tales. 19 Second, the early-sixteenth century kathas circulated in both Persian and Kaithi (occasionally Devanagari) scripts, thus along different networks of transmission. As Table 2 shows, manuscripts were held in Sufi hospices or copied for individuals in towns like Gorakhpur, Amroha, Mirzapur, Ekadla, Ghazipur, and later Banaras, without a break up to the late nineteenthcentury. We also have one precious piece of evidence of oral circulation thanks to the Jain merchant and spiritual reformer Banarsidas, who recalled reading these tales of love (āsikhī) in his youth (ca. 1600) in Jaunpur. He himself wrote a fictional book (mithyā granth) on the nine rasas but especially on āsikhī which he then destroyed in a fit of shame and repentance. 25 Was this perhaps a pemkatha of his own? Ten years later he recited Madhumālatī and Mirigāvatī over a few months to a small but appreciative private audience when he was down and out in Agra. 26 Much later evidence from the Persian-educated Delhi littérateur
Anandram Mukhlis, who in 1738 heard the Padmāvat recited by his 'eastern' (Purbi) servant and composed a Persian version of his own, is more ambivalent. As Shantanu Phukan has noted, Mukhlis's account suggests that the tale was new to him and that the purbi language sounded exotic:
My servant told the colorful tale that Jayasi, the author of the Hindi Padmāvat, had written entirely in the eastern dialect -as though it were an eastern melody brimming over with pain. Jayasi had based its wording on uncommon ideas and rare metaphors;
however, since the work contains the bewitchments and marvels of love, it compels the heart to feel pain. And I said to myself: 'if this Hindi beloved (ma'shuq) were to be displayed in the robes of a Persian writer then it is possible that this work of art might appear elegant and And while he follows Jayasi in inscribing Ghazipur in the four yugas and the ideal paradigm of a city-description (nagara-śobhā), he also includes contemporary markers of caste and community:
Ghazipur is an excellent place, famous from the start as a place of the gods.
The Yamuna and Ganga touch it together, lovely Gomti in between.
There is a fine bank by the river, in the Dvapara age a godly ascetic (devatana) came to practice.
It was resettled in Kaliyuga, like a second Amarpuri.
The fort on top, the god's river below-seeing it washes sins away.
People of great learning live here-Sayyids and Shaikhs of wisdom, who speak nothing but gyāna; you long to see them and are happy to hear them.
Godly in knowledge and meditation, heroes in battle, About himself, Usman tells us that he studied a little bit (acchara cāri) and then realised that poetry is the only thing immortal in the world, and since 'those who sing kathas full of rasa savour that nectar (amirita) and make others savour it' (Ibid.: 8, stanza 28.6-7), he decided to compose a katha himself. The prologue ends nicely gesturing to the polysemy of the katha and the mystery of oneness and multiplicity:
I created a katha in my heart, sweet to tell and happy to hear.
I crafted it the way it came to my mind, but each will understand their your own way.
A child will find rasa for his ears, young men will increase the desire in their
bodies.
An old man will find the knowledge that this world is a transaction.
A jogi will find the path of yoga, a bhogi will find pleasure and joy.
It is a happy wish-fulfilling tree, you find the fruit you wish for.
I wrote a lovely, spotless mirror -if you look you'll find yourself. Crest of Timur's lineage a child of king Akbar's family.
Lord and protector of the world, world hero praised by the world.
Shahanshah, alampanah,
49 Rati takes Sura's semblance and appears to Rambha in a dream, causing her to fall in love though she does not know with whom. Here Puhakar narrates nine of the ten states of love with definitions and examples (lakṣaṇa). In order to save Rambha, her clever and 'mature' (prauṛha) maid Mudita, who has guessed her illness must be due to love, arranges for the queen to send painters (citrakāra) to take portraits of all the princes (as in Citrāvalī)-one must be the mystery man. Meanwhile, a svayamvar for Rambha is arranged. One painter reaches Surasena, realises this must be the man since he has also been pining for an unknown beloved, and makes him fall in love by painting Rambha's picture for him. Surasena takes leave from his parents to take part in the svayamvar. But bored apsaras see him asleep and decide to make him marry (in a gandharva marriage) Champavati, an apsara banished from Indra's heaven. Puhakar also subtly diverges from the tradition of Sufi romances.
He mentions the 'difficult path of love' (kaṭhina pema-panthu) 55 once, but by and large he disregards the Sufi conceptual vocabulary of love. So
Rasa for him is not prema-rasa, the rasa of love (Behl) , but only the nine 51 A clever reference to Nurjahan's name, 'light of the world.' For very similar examples, see Busch, Poetry of Kings. 52 'Setting his mind to it, the poet Puhakar described the nine states. The tenth state is unbearable, it cannot be done. One cannot speak of it, so I have kept it hidden (goi). To speak of it makes one's tongue freeze, no poet should describe it!'; ibid.: 51. Puhakar was also the author of a short nāyikā-bhed text, Rasaveli; ibid.: 271-278. 53 See Busch, 'Listening for Context'. 54 Puhakar's classical bent emerges in his inclusion of conventional episodes of Sanskrit narrative poetry, as when the townswomen seek a glimpse of Surasena as he leaves on parade on his elephant; Singh, Rasaratana: 82, 'khaḍgu dhāra māraga jahāṃ, ga ga jamuna duhuṃ ora. prema pantha ati agamu hai, nibahata hai nara thora. Puhakara sāgara prema ko, nipaṭa gahita gambhīra, ihi samudra jo nara parai, bahuri na lāgahiṃ tīra.' (It's a path on a swords' edge, with the Ganges and Yamuna on either side. The path of love is extremely tough, few men can manage it. The ocean of love, Puhakar, is deep and unfathomable, those who fall into it hardly reach the shore); ibid.:39, 1.102-103.
rasas, 56 and viraha is one form of śṛṅgāra rasa rather than the path of selfpurification and self-transformation as in Sufi romances. When Surasena becomes a yogi, it is less to divest himself of his worldly attachments and more to reach Rambha's town with a group of yogis.
Intertextual references include none of the famous Sufi romances but only epic-puranic characters. Rambha herself plays no transformative role for the hero, as in the Sufi romances, but is simply a courtly princess. And unlike the heroines of Sufi kathas, she gets no education as a child but only lengthy patriarchal instruction from her attendants before her wedding. This includes serving her husband, always speaking softly, and the basics of erotic science, something that Puhakar prudishly refrains from detailing. 57
Bedecked-or rather beladen-with the ornaments of riti poetry, These generic characteristics and the continued level of textual sophistication show that, at least in the 'Eastern region' (Purab),
Hindavi kathas did remain a popular genre. Yet even when they were 56 He calls his story 'rasa racita kathā rasikina rucita rucira nāma rasaratan' (ibid.: 9, 1.20) and lists its nine rasas. 57 'I have described many secrets, eighty-four of them (cāri bīsa aru cāri), Puhakar cannot speak of them explicitly, rasikas can think about them (laiheṃ rasika vicāri)'; ibid.: 94. 58 Singh (ibid., Introduction: 149) describes the language in detail and calls it an admixture of chāraṇ (i.e. pi gala Brajbhasha), spoken Brajbhasha ('mādhurya style'), and Brajbhasha influenced by Khari Boli: e.g. future in -ba, possessive kera, perfective in -eu, euṃ, copula āhi, local Kannuaji (future in -go, -igo), and several expressive features of Apabhramsha phonology. 59 All the five manuscript copies extant are in Devanagari, and while the individuals cannot be identified, their names suggest the urban and riral courtly milieus of Brajbhasha poetry that local rasika literati, landords, and merchants in Awadh inhabited well into the early twentieth century; ibid., Introduction: 30-33.
elite objects (Ill. 3 above, or the 1755 illustrated Citrāvalī 60 ), they do seem to have been largely confined to the region. Moreover, apart from the Padmāvat, which had multiple Persian, Dakkini and Bengali, versions from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries in the Deccan, the South, and Bengal, the other Awadhi kathas do not seem to have found as much favour among Mughal Persian literati and only had one or two retellings each ( Table 2 above) .
Hindi into Persian
The trend took off in the early seventeenth century during Jahangir's reign-Hamid's 'Iṣmatnāma ( 63 'The Rani attacked with the help of her elephant and horse and with her own fancy she arranged her hair, and in place of an armour she wore a kanchukī, which is a piece of clothing of Indian women, and made a dastāna out of her bracelets, and she tied her sari, which is a dress of Indian women, tightly around her waist. And with the force of her glance, which was like Raja Karna's arrow, and of her eyebrows, which were like Arjun's bow, and her breasts, which you'd think were Kishan's discus, she gained the upper hand in the battle of pleasure. Rajkunvar, despite the sword of his qashqa [tilaka] , was defeated by the Rani. He scattered her hair like deadly snakes, and with the spears of his nails he tore the armour of her blouse to shreds and the threads of her sari were torn in the battle of the two elephants. The poet Louis Laloy used it for a poem and a libretto on which Albert
Roussel composed the opera Padmâvatî (1923).
In parallel, the oral epic of Lorik and Chanda continued to circulate orally through the agency of story-tellers. One performer S.M. 76 Sreenivasan, The Many Lives. 77 Pavie compares Jayasi's version with Jatmal's 1623 one, which is clearly aware of Jayasi's narrative since he briefly mentions Ratansen's transformation as a yogi but focuses on the second part and foregrounds Gora and Badal-more in alignment with the Alha oral epic. Despite the fact that Jayasi's text is earlier and acknowledged by Jatmal, Pavie begins with Jatmal and insists that his Hindu version is more authentic and 'patriotic'; La légende de Padmanî: 86.
Pandey interviewed and recorded in 1966 had travelled extensively along the networks of Purbi migrant labour to Bombay, Karachi, Calcutta, Berar, Rangoon, Sindh, Delhi, Multan, Mathura, Agra, Nagpur, Jabalpur, Bhusaval, Rameshwaran, Puri and many other placesPandey admits that he 'was the only singer who had travelled so extensively.' 78 From the perspective of multilingual literary history, all these forms of circulation deserve attention: together they produce the texture of literary culture across languages, scripts, written/oral domains, and illuminate multiple histories and divergent trajectories.
